A new strategy for addressing climate change takes a realistic approach to the challenge of making science useful, says Ryan Meyer.
science in society's responses to climate change.
For example, the draft plan provocatively states: "scientific knowledge is only one part of a much broader process. Information may be scientifically relevant without being decision relevant. " This idea is echoed throughout its pages and is an important logical policy step. Research may offer, for example, marginal improvements in climate prediction, new data sets, or information on the distribution of a particular animal species. But these results will be irrelevant if framed poorly, or delivered at the wrong time, to the wrong people. Decision makers do not read journal articles, nor are they likely to adjust their practices to accommodate the scale or inherent uncertainty of a new model or indicator. For example, researchers examining the use of climate forecasts by waterresource managers found various barriers and constraints. These obstacles are mainly cultural and institutional, and so increases in the quality of the forecasts themselves are unlikely to stimulate increased use. Although the USGCRP was previously organized around five goals, all concerned with increasing scientific knowledge, this time, advancing science is just one of four stated objectives. The other three -to inform decisions, to sustain assessments and to communicate and educateare woven in with the scientific activities. This should help to make the programme's substantial science investment more relevant to local, regional and national societal needs.
The latest plan also acknowledges difficult but crucial science-policy trade-offs. For example, it discusses the "dynamic tension" between increasing model complexity and policy-makers' needs for simplicity and tractability. For a government science programme to explicitly recognize these choices as a proper concern of science management is a new and welcome step.
Will this bold vision be realized? The USGCRP does not yet have a strong mechanism for allocating funds among its new priorities. Some in the research community will surely lobby against trade-offs that seem to threaten the status quo. And, as it has in the past, the National Research Council reviewed this plan with a critical eye, pointing out that the USGCRP will need more resources and greater leverage over agency budgets and priorities to make it happen. Without these ingredients, the idea will probably run into the sand.
Despite these doubts, the USGCRP deserves applause for taking such an important conceptual step in the right direction. It has produced a plan for science that feels compelling, plausible and ambitious. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
